





What a story we have in front of us today!  The characters in it and what these characters do and say illuminate the breath-taking impact of the resurrection of Jesus on traditional religion.

Right up front this morning, let me warn you that an exploration of this narrative from the book of Acts can be either troubling or comforting—each in extreme.  If you are a person who insists on defining religion in terms of tradition—doing things as they always have been done, codifying everything into laws that must be obeyed rather than exploring the outer limits and deepest dimensions of freedom—you may be troubled to a point of discomfort by this passage.  On the other hand, if, in your religious convictions, you appreciate change, find excitement in expansion, harbor a passion for greater inclusion, and embrace commitment to a faith unthreatened by freedom, you probably will love this passage.  For all of us, however, the story stands as a profoundly important reminder of the most practical meaning of the lofty Christian affirmation of resurrection.  So strap on your imaginary seat belt, if you will, and let’s go at it with Luke’s powerful narrative.  Here is a story, like few others, that informs and sustains my enduring belief that religion, Christianity in particular, is freedom’s best friend.

Less than 50 words into Luke’s narrative, we know we are in for a disconcerting encounter.  The two primary characters in the story and the place at which they meet shatter conventional expectations.  God is speaking to a Greek-speaking Jewish convert to Christianity (this is novel in itself given the precedent of the Jewish moorings from which the gospel sprang).  What is more, God leads this guy Philip to strike up a conversation with a man who is a eunuch from Ethiopia who has come to Jerusalem to explore his interest in worshiping God.  

Likely, there is no way for us to feel the explosive impact that these opening lines made on their earliest hearers.  Many who heard the story first would have been startled that news of Jesus was being delivered in a language other than Hebrew.  Think of the mindset that says it is inappropriate for anyone to sing the Star Spangled Banner in any language other than English and you get close to the supposed heresy in this situation described in Acts.  God spoke Hebrew, some would argue; so, how could religious truth be conveyed in the language of Greeks?  But, that was not the half of it.  
A pious follower of Jesus took the initiative to engage in conversation a man whose very identity placed him outside the religious community.  Most people back then would have scoffed at the very idea that such a person even could have an interest in religion, much less want to know more about worshiping God.  First, the man was an Ethiopian.  Here is the race thing again.  Who said God cared about the people who lived in the lands South of Egypt?  Were not Judaism and Christianity intended primarily for individuals who lived in a holy land and looked like God’s people ought to look!  Second, for heavens sake, the man was a eunuch.  The first hearers of this story would have gasped audibly in response to that announcement.  Like other men who worked in the courts of women political leaders, government officials had castrated this man—removed his male genitalia—so that he was incapable of impregnating a woman.  Historically and morally, Jews considered eunuchs outside the law, beyond the embrace of the religious community.  Here is that sex thing again.  To this very day there seems to be a holy assumption that any person whose sexual makeup and experiences are not the same as those of the majority of people must be unnatural and representative of gross immorality.  

I am sure that I don’t have to tell you that sex and race always have been big bugaboos for religion.  And, most religious leaders have refused to set these problems within the context of the radical freedom most compatible with real religion.
Now, if all of that were not enough to disorient a listener, the scripture says that Philip and the man from Ethiopia were traveling “a wilderness road” leading away from Jerusalem.  The language here is more important symbolically than geographically.  The storyteller was making the point that these guys were walking off the beaten path.  Most of the time in the scriptures, the glory of a journey was highlighted by travelers going up to Jerusalem.  Now, in light of the resurrection, here is the staggering assumption that the presence of holiness, encounters with God, can be realized anywhere!

Well, let’s turn to the conversation between the two men who, in most religious narratives, never even would have acknowledge each other much less engaged each other in lengthy dialogue.  To his surprise, Philip finds the Ethiopian reading from the scroll of the great Hebrew prophet Isaiah.  Obviously, the eunuch faced a spiritual crisis—though he was hungry for more knowledge of God, the people who best could help alleviate that hunger did not want him in their midst.  He well could have been reading from Isaiah because this prophet, more than any other, incited hopes that Ethiopians would be full beneficiaries of God’s blessings.

Philip’s lead question to the eunuch first seems condescending enough to be offensive, “Do you understand what you are reading?”  But, that was not at all the point or the spirit of his inquiry.  Philip was aware of Isaiah’s emphasis on God’s universal provisions for salvation.  So, the issue was one of pointing the eunuch toward news of his inclusion—“Do you see that you are acceptable to God?”  That was the nature of Philip’s question.

Luke quotes the Isaiah passage that was the subject of Philip’s and the Ethiopian’s attention.  Read that text and you will be struck by an emphasis on the rejection and humiliation with which a child of God was received.  The Ethiopian immediately would have identified with the child of God in this passage.  His lot had been one of rejection and humiliation.  “You are included,” the scripture said to the Ethiopian.  Can you imagine the relief and joy resident in that realization!

After Philip unfolds the full story of the gospel to the Ethiopian, the eunuch experiences a transformation—a conversion—that causes him to inquire about baptism.  Obviously he was aware of water baptism as a rite conveying the grace and blessing of God and dramatizing the gift of God’s spirit in a person’s life.  “Here is water,” the Ethiopian said as the two walked together, “Is there any reason that I can’t be baptized?”

How long was the pause before Philip answered—I wonder—if, indeed, there was a pause at all.  I raise that question because in such a pause has resided the awkward ambivalence of the church related to its treatment of people who are different.  I can imagine the words that could have followed the pause evoked by the eunuch’s request for baptism:  “Well, I don’t know,” Philip might have said, “Of course, you are loved by God and I am pleased that you trust God, but the fact is that we usually don’t baptize people this quickly.  I am not sure that you yet know enough to be fully trusted as a baptized disciple.  Perhaps it would be best for you to talk to a priest and see if a person like you—I’m sorry, I mean no offense, but you know what I mean—if a person like you can receive Christian baptism.”

The next words in Luke’s story explode with a force like that of the confession with which the women ran from the empty tomb on the first Easter morning—“He is risen!”  “Philip and the eunuch went down into the water, and Philip baptized him!”  Boom!  There is the gospel with all of its freedom and inclusion laid bare!  Moreover, this story moves toward its conclusion by Luke describing the baptism of the eunuch in the same language with which the baptism of Jesus had been described.
Perhaps the brute spiritual force of this story shakes you.  It did me.  If so, let’s be sure that the disorienting nature of an encounter with such God-blessed liberation does not prevent us from grasping the enduring truths in this narrative.

Who belongs to God?  That profound question pulsates at the heart of this story.  Luke raises the question explicitly in relation to two assumptions with which his spiritual brothers and sisters have had the most problems—race and sex.  Neither the Ethiopian’s national origin nor sexual condition exempted him from the embrace of God’s grace or the possibility of ministry as a herald of God’s good news.  So often traditional religion had made spiritual judgments about people based on their physical conditions.  Why, eunuchs had been considered less than human—things not persons.  Some referred to a eunuch as an it rather than as a man.  Similarly, people of a different race all too often have been thought to be of a different moral and spiritual makeup than others.  “Not so!” screamed the gospel of liberation set in motion by Jesus’ resurrection.

My dear friend and mentor of this church, Frank Stagg, was an internationally renowned scholar on the book of Acts.  Frank structured his work on Acts around the irrepressible movement of the gospel of liberation launched by Jesus’ resurrection as it eradicated one barrier after another seeking to restrict Christianity, making it small, legalistic, and exclusive.  The power of the resurrection swept the gospel around the world with its emphasis on freedom—the freedom to believe without narrow doctrinaire propositions, the freedom to experience God outside of traditional structures, the freedom to celebrate the presence of God in a person apart from some official Christian rite or leader, the freedom to embrace with grace persons whom an up-tight, bigoted society sought to deny even their humanity much less their dignity because they were different.

This story from Acts represents the very first departure from the conviction that Christianity was only for Jews.  I do not have words to describe the earth-shaking nature of that change when viewed as a part of the history of religions.  Here was clear insight into the reality that Christianity would not be bound by tradition or law, cultural mores or personal prejudices.  Christianity conveys an acceptance by God that incites a level of freedom that never can be comfortable with any form bondage.

A strange image lodged in my mind during a stretch of time dedicated to interacting seriously with this story from Acts.  I had the sense of having taken a run or enjoyed a ride along which strong gusts of wind had blown in my face, rushed into my lungs, disheveled by clothes, invigorated my mind, delivered a sense of something radically new with a force that left me momentarily weak but in touch with more strength than I ever had felt before.  What exhilaration!  What freedom!  Resurrection, I believe it should be called.  It was a situation in which I knew that I looked like and felt like a different person and, though I would straighten my clothes and brush my hair, I knew I never again wanted to be the person I was before that experience.

My friends, Christianity as revealed in the resurrection of Jesus is the most freeing religion in the world.  Followers of Jesus are free to study vigorously, to ask the hardest questions courageously and to pursue truth passionately.  Followers of Jesus are free to climb over or to tear down all barriers that divide people and to eliminate prejudices that make any of us feel superior to the rest of us.  Followers of Jesus are free to form tradition-breaking friendships, to walk together enthusiastically with those in society on whom others look down or seem to push away, and to love lavishly individuals whom some would tell us never to love at all.

To be perfectly honest with you, such freedom can be a curse as well as a blessing.  Because some people, especially religious people, prefer law over grace, exclusion over inclusion, tradition over innovation, they consider freedom as a threat and pledge their allegiance to doctrines and structures of control.  Because some people can only feel self-importance by putting other people down, they want no part of any movement of liberation that lifts all people’s conditions.  But, please, please, let us not be accounted among those who feel better if religion is more about bad news and control than good news and freedom.

On this day when we celebrate the praise-worthy accomplishments of several of our young people, let me say to all of you young people with candor, “We adults have not always got this matter of freedom right in relation to our faith.  I think we have tried more than most, though still more barriers need to fall.  Please keep on growing—intellectually and spiritually.  We need you to take us places that we have not yet gone—in acceptance, in relationships.  I encourage you to explore every dimension of your faith and when you see the places among us in which we have prevented the light of freedom from shining, come back and tell us, and then help us to live to the fullest the gospel we now experience only in part.  You are the people who can help Christianity become even more credible in the next generation by embodying its support for liberation and its passion for inclusion.






O God, on this day of civil emphasis on honoring mothers, we ask the spiritual question raised by Jesus, “Who is my mother; who are our mothers?
	
Responding to that personal inquiry, we give you thanks for the women who birthed us, fed us with milk from their breasts, cared for us with the strength of their backs and hands, carried us with their arms when we could not carry ourselves, and comforted us with their words of reassurance and acts of love.  God, we pray as well for the other women in our lives who have mothered us—grandmothers who became surrogate care-givers; aunts, godmothers, sisters, and cousins who have embraced responsibility for the totality of our lives as if they were one of our biological parents; a neighbor who picked us up when no one else could be there to help; a teacher, a scout leader, a counselor.  All of us have a family of mothers, God, for which we give thanks today.

Then, too, the good earth has mothered us even as has the church.  But, ultimately, mothering God, we have found in you all that we admire, want, most need, long to receive for ourselves and give to others, and live to experience as well as experience to live.  Thank you, God.  Amen.



